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Years of EU fishing catch restrictions have failed to stem the decline of 
many once abundant species in the northeast Atlantic and fishermen and 
conservationists are pressing for change. Nigel Williams reports. 
Quota quandariesLate last year, a day trawler 
left a port in eastern England 
for the North Sea in search of 
prawns. But what it brought back 
was a catch comprising mostly 
white fish, much of which was 
commercially viable, but all of 
which had to be thrown back 
into the sea, dead. The boat had 
already reached its annual North 
Sea quota for fish such as cod 
and whiting, so the EU’s rules 
insist that these cannot be landed. 
Only around 20 per cent of the 
catch was prawns. On board 
was a journalist from the BBC so 
British viewers were made fully 
aware of one of the results of the EU’s fishing policy: wastage of a 
substantial amount of fish.
With the EU deep in 
negotiations to set fishing quotas 
for this year, the lobbying is 
getting increasingly intense. 
Fishermen are demanding 
increasing quotas to prevent the 
kind of wastage observed by TV 
viewers, while conservationists 
believe the EU’s policies do not 
go nearly far enough to protect 
the dwindling numbers of fish in 
what was once one of the most 
productive fishing regions in the 
world.
2008 marks the halfway point 
in the EU’s current Common Fisheries Policy before major 
changes are contemplated. 
But both fishermen and 
conservationists believe change 
cannot come soon enough.
The basis for EU fishing quotas 
for each commercial species, in 
each marine region, and divvied 
up between member states, is 
determined principally on the 
advice produced by fisheries 
researchers coordinated by the 
International Council for the 
Exploration of the Sea (ICES). 
ICES produces its assessment 
of northeast Atlantic fish stocks 
twice a year, in June and October. 
Its fisheries advice is based on 
a precautionary approach to 
management with the aim of 
avoiding overfishing a stock to 
the point where it ‘collapses’. This Supply side: Consumers are becoming increasingly aware of the problems facing fisheries but demand continues. (Picture: 
 Photolibrary.)
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but that any recovery is likely to 
be slow, or that the ecosystem 
becomes sufficiently altered that it 
may never be able to reach former 
levels of abundance.
Technological advances have 
made fishing now extraordinarily 
efficient, and conservationists 
and fishermen increasingly accept 
controls are necessary, but often 
disagree substantially on the most 
effective methods.
But despite the ICES 
precautionary approach, 
critics point out that the EU 
level of catches for individual 
species have almost invariably 
been set higher than the ICES 
recommendation. A new report 
by the Worldwide Fund for Nature 
(WWF) argues that, halfway 
through the EU’s current Common 
Fisheries Policy, the majority of 
European fisheries are not being 
properly managed, the scientific 
advice is too often ignored and 
the quotas agreed have been 
largely set above sustainable 
limits. In 2007, four-fifths of EU 
fish stocks are still outside safe 
biological limits, the report said.
“It is clear that the problems 
related to annual quota setting 
have not been eliminated since 
the reformed Common Fisheries 
Policy was introduced,” said 
Helen McLachlan, WWF senior 
marine policy officer. “It raises 
serious concerns as to whether 
the functioning of the Common 
Fishery Policy is fit for purpose.”
But the EU have been aware for 
some time that quotas alone were 
not sufficient to protect dwindling 
stocks, as the BBC report 
made very clear. Since 2003, 
restrictions on the number of 
days at sea for vessels that were 
using fishing gear likely to catch 
cod in the North Sea or in the 
northeast Atlantic were limited to 
around half the days per month 
and slightly reduced further since 
then. 
Although conservationists 
broadly welcomed these 
measures, there have still been 
problems. A more powerful boat 
fishing on an allowable day is 
likely to have much greater impact 
on stocks than a smaller boat. 
The Commission has found the 
scheme to have become very complex, inflexible and expensive 
to implement and administer, 
compared with the results 
achieved. The Commission is 
now consulting on a scheme of 
‘kilowatt days’ of allowable fishing 
which takes into account the size 
and power of the vessels.
Whatever the Commission’s 
efforts, there is growing public 
perception about the plight of fish 
stocks and growing support for 
consumer organisations, such as 
the Marine Stewardship Council, a 
not-for-profit charity that endorses 
fish it believes have been caught 
in sustainable fisheries. Iceland 
has been deemed to run such 
a fishery and much cod and 
other white fish in Europe is now 
sourced here and endorsed by 
the MSC. However, Iceland is also 
faced with dwindling catches of 
cod but, unlike the EU, keen to 
protect its sustainability status, 
has agreed a drastic cut in quotas 
as recommended by the country’s 
scientists. The cod quota will be 
cut by almost a third from 90,000 
tonnes to 30,000 this year. 
Iceland hopes this measure will 
lead to demonstrably sustainable 
catches in future years.
“Perhaps the biggest difficulty 
is the Icelandic fisheries are very 
good at the moment but we are 
taking measures to ensure this will 
continue to be so. We believe it is 
important to make the spawning 
stock stronger both in volume and 
to see a higher proportion of large 
females because they are more 
important in the reproductive 
capacity of the stock. It is an 
important and difficult decision,” 
says Johann Sigurjonsson, 
director of Iceland’s Marine 
Research Institute. 
“We have listened to the advice 
of scientists generally but now 
we have taken it more seriously 
than ever before because of the 
strong warning light. It will have 
negative implications politically 
and economically but we are sure 
it will have a positive long-term 
effect,” said Iceland’s fisheries 
minister, Einar Gudfinnsonn.
But while Iceland is hoping 
to maintain its special status 
among European consumers for 
its sustainability efforts, there has 
been some good news for the 
embattled EU. The latest reports from ICES published last year 
revealed greater than expected 
cod stocks in the North Sea.
But the researchers cautioned 
that these fish were not yet old 
enough to breed, although they 
were of a size where they could be 
caught by the fishery. Researchers 
argued that careful management 
of these individuals could lead to 
a level of spawning stock not seen 
for 25 years.
But whatever glimmers of hope 
there are for fisheries recovery 
and sustainability, it is unlikely 
to result in anything like the 
level of stocks in the recorded 
past. Callum Roberts, professor 
of marine conservation at York 
University, recalls accounts of 
the herring shoals that swept into 
the northeast Atlantic annually 
to spawn in coastal waters. He 
recounts the 8th century Irish 
writer Oliver Goldsmith: “When the 
main body [of herring] arrived, its 
breadth and depth is such as to 
alter the very appearance of the 
ocean. It is divided into distinct 
columns, of five or six miles in 
length, and three to four broad... 
the whole water seems alive: and 
is seen so black with them to a 
great distance, that the numbers 
seem inexhaustible.”
Such shoals were accompanied 
by pods of killer, fin and sperm 
whales, mackerel and thresher 
sharks, porpoises and bluefin 
tuna. Fishermen used these 
species to guide them towards the 
shoals.
Roberts, along with many other 
conservationists, now believes 
the additional measure of marine 
reserves is vital to return these 
overfished waters to anything 
like their former productivity. 
Estimates suggest that protection 
of around 30 per cent of marine 
areas could recover marine life. At 
a smaller scale he describes the 
success of protected areas on the 
Georges bank off north- eastern 
America where scallops 
and yellowtail flounder have 
re- established significantly.
So the glimmer of increased 
North Sea cod under current 
measures may provide the 
conservation boost to develop 
these plans in future fishing 
management strategies to further 
bolster these populations.
